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Abstract. A Thomistic metaphysics of participation in being offers an account of ra-
tionality that is more complete and coherent than that of nonreductive physicalism. 
It is a reasoned understanding of how an embodied intellectual subject shares in be-
ing and intellectual life. This metaphysical framework supports an understanding of 
rationality as a participated power, and an essential property of human nature em-
powering persons to know reality and make choices accordingly. Human fulfilment 
in truth and love is a consequence of the grounding of the transcendentals of truth 
and goodness in being. In contrast, nonreductive physicalism reduces rationality to 
processes and subjective experiences and can offer no priority between human ma-
terial and spiritual fulfilment. Although a Thomistic metaphysics of participation in 
being has been effectively absent from Anglo-American hylomorphic philosophy of 
mind, this paper suggests it is time to reassess the benefits it offers.
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Abbreviations for the works of St. Thomas Aquinas 
DE – De ente et essentia
DP – De potentia Dei
DSS – De substantiis separantis
QDdA – Quaestiones disputatae de anima 
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QDdV – Quaestiones disputatae de veritate 
SCG – Summa contra gentiles 
ST – Summa theologiae

1. Rationality and human fulfilment 

Over the past thirty years that correspond to dramatic developments in 
the capacity of science to investigate the brain in real time, it has become 
clear that physical structures, processes and systems are indeed impli-
cated in all aspects of mental life. We now know, for example, that mem-
ory is encoded throughout the brain, that there are centres of the brain 
implicated in moral choices, that conditioned learning in fear responses 
and pleasure pathways play a role in habit formation in response to pain 
and pleasure, that there are pathways between the emotional centres of 
the brain and the cognitive centres where emotional impulses may be 
“processed”. (Graybi el & Smith 2014; Mroz 2018; Mullins 2016; Pontifical 
Academy of Sciences 2012) 

Lar gely in response to mounting neural evidence, nonreductive phys-
icalism (NRP) in its many forms, has taken centre stage. NRP holds that 
the mental domain of human experience coexists with the physical but 
may not be reduced to it. It has been criticised by dualists (Chalmers, 
1996) and by hardcore reductive materialists (Van Gulick 2001). Kim ar-
gues that NRP is an oxymoron: “If nonreductive physicalists accept the 
closure of the physical domain, they have no visible way of accounting for 
the possibility of psychophysical causation.” (Kim 1989, 47). His critique 
of NRP has been described as “remarkably effective” (Murphy 2009, 2). 
Wilson suggests that Kim’s argumentation has not yet been successfully 
challenged even by advocates of weak emergence. Knowles has observed 
that NRP solutions seem non-necessary and “arbitrary” (1999,181). Hor-
vat (2017) notes the challenge of preserving unity of the person, and 
a further debate centres on free will: see for example Leite’s 2018 refu-
tation of Gazzaniga’s arguments against neuro-cognitive reductionism. 

In response advocates of NRP seek to preserve unity of the agent: ei-
ther by affirming the subjective life of the agent and ignoring the neu-
rophysical (Scruton 2012), or by searching for mechanisms of causality, 
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exemplified by Nancey Murphy (1998) and the general direction of Justin 
Tiehen’s work (cf 2019). 

At the heart of NRP is an a priori rejection not only of dualism but 
of metaphysics. Nancey Murphy states, “it is not necessary to postulate 
a second metaphysical entity, the soul or mind, to account for human ca-
pacities and distinctiveness” (Murphy 1998, 2). Roger Scruton’s approach 
was to bypass the biophysical, offering an understanding of rationality 
reduced to subjective states or to processes: “First-person awareness and 
practical reason (the giving and taking of reasons for action) are the forc-
es that shape the human person. These forces are, I maintain, unaffected 
by the proof that our actions, thoughts, and perceptions are dependent on 
a vast machinery of brain processes of which we are not aware” (Scruton 
2014, 76). Yet in 2012 Roger Scruton himself wrote in personal correspon-
dence with the author of this paper: “In the end we need some kind of te-
leological metaphysics to make sense of our condition.” 

A Thomistic metaphysics appears to provide a key (for example, Jef-
freys 2005; Tabaczek 2016, Oleksowicz 2018). In this paper I suggest spe-
cifically that a Thomistic metaphysics of participation (TMP) allows an 
account of mental life that permits freedom and rationality, demonstrat-
ing that human happiness lies in realising the ends of rationality – un-
derstanding and love-choices as essential operations of a human being. 

1.1. The importance of an adequate rationality 

Evolutionary anthropology, ethics, and epistemology are battlegrounds 
of ideas and there is little agreement about a term such as “rationality”. 
Rather than be diverted into this highly contested field, for this paper 
I will adopt from common usage of the term, “rationality” as understood 
as the point of specific difference between homo sapiens, and animals. It 
is the approach Aquinas took defining human being as a “rational ani-
mal” (ST, Iª, q. 75, a. 3). This does not mean that all humans are rational 
at every point in time, just as “biped” does not mean all human beings ac-
tually have two legs. 

TMP holds that rationality is an essential property of human nature 
whereby we can know reality and be self-directing, loving, (albeit with 
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many constraints) on the basis of that knowledge. These capacities for 
knowing and loving reveal themselves as essential properties of a human 
being with teleological implications for realist fulfilment. 

1.2. The approach of this paper

TMP offers an account of mental life that is more coherent and more com-
plete than can NRP. It accommodates the benefits of a physicalist account, 
in offering an understanding of embodied human nature, where neuro-
biology clearly is a condition of mental life. NRP however, because of its 
physicalist origins, lacks clarity about teleological implications, limits ra-
tionality to processes and subjective experiences, and severs the intrinsic 
connection of rationality to human nature.

First, I suggest TMP is more coherent than NRP because, arguing from 
contingency, rationality must be understood as an essential property of 
human nature, a property that, through the transcendental convertibil-
ity of truth and goodness, is in act through the same actus essendi by 
which the person exists, by participation in subsistent being. By this par-
adigm of participation TMP presents a coherent argument that rational-
ity and being of the subject are both grounded in, to use the terminology 
of Norris Clarke, the Being of the Infinite Source, “who alone possesses 
this perfection in unlimited intensive plenitude as pure Subsistent Act 
of Existence” (1995, 12-13). Hence, although NRP can only present ratio-
nality as characterized by certain behaviours and processes that some-
how seem broadly descriptive of human nature, TMP offers a reasoned 
account whereby rationality is an essential human property.

Second, the account of TMP is more complete because it tells us more 
about human beings. As rationality is shown to be an essential property 
of human nature, if it is exercised appropriately in its operations of know-
ing and choosing, then it is directly causal of fulfilment of the human 
subject. In contrast I argue that advocates of NRP can offer little clarity 
on the issue of human fulfilment. 

Finally, I offer an understanding of human fulfilment demonstrably 
intrinsic to human nature. 
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2. A greater coherence in the account of rationality

2.1. A valid Thomistic approach

Aquinas affirms that, in this embodied life, biophysiology is implicated in 
all rational operations: “intellectual knowledge is caused by the senses…. 
it is in a way the material cause (ST, Iª, q. 84, a. 6)”. I suggest this is a val-
id reading of Aquinas based on his statements, of which those below are 
typical, on his views on agency of the embodied person, and on his pre-
sentation of the active intellect as a participated power.

I propose that immaterial operations of rationality can be validly 
understood as transcendent operations carried out by ensouled matter 
through a participated power. They are not the work of a ghostly sub-
stance, or some wholly inherent property shrouded in mystery and sup-
ported by assertion. Thus substance dualism is avoided and the quantity 
of evidence accruing from neuroscience is satisfied.

I am conscious that advocates of hylomorphism have differing views 
of immateriality – for example Robert Pasnau (1998) has argued that the 
standard hylomorphic account confuses ontological and representational 
immateriality. However, my position is that “immateriality of thought” 
refers to the operation of thought present in ensouled matter. 

By Aquinas’ account immaterial and intelligible species are produced 
by the active intellect as a result of a “Divine light” (ST, Iª, q. 89, a. 1). The 
intellect is a “participated power” because of this “Divine light”, which is 
a power not properly its own, but one which “belongs to another fully” 
(Aquinas Expositio 1.2, cited in Fabro 1974, 454). Just as the soul is a par-
ticipation in Being, transcending matter but within matter, so immaterial 
species are present by participation.

Aquinas writes of “operations”, not structures nor physical represen-
tations (SCG, 2, 90, 4). These rational operations are conducted in the 
physical, but may not be reduced to physical processes. However, there is 
no other agent than the embodied, ensouled person. 
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It can be said that the soul understands . . . but it is said more properly that the 
human being understands through the soul. ST, Iª, q. 75, a. 2.

Aquinas’ insight is that all things participate in subsisting Being, and this 
universal ground of being bestows a grand coherence on the hylomorphic 
notions of Aristotle – matter and form, the four causes, act and potency, 
and hierarchy of being – according them an explanatory force that ac-
cepts the role of neurobiological bases in all mental operations. Although 
beyond the scope of this paper, truth understood as a participation also 
provides a compatible account for how the human soul, after dissociation 
from the body, can still know, by participation in Divine ideas (ST, IIIª, 
q. 79, a. 2, ad.3).

2.2. Necessity of a metaphysics of participation

The argument from contingency is central to the demonstration of the 
necessity of participation in being for embodied rational subjects. It 
starts with the observation that existence and essence are distinct no-
tions: “I can understand what a man is, or what a phoenix is, and yet not 
know whether they have existence in the real world (DE, III, 77)”. Embod-
ied rational subjects come into embodied existence and pass out of em-
bodied existence. Matter may perdure but this is not so for intellectual 
subjects, persons. Before conception, the person is absent, after death the 
embodied person, the agent, has departed. 

To explain life, Aristotle postulated that the animal soul emerges from 
matter and so animate beings have life. This argument however cannot 
be applied to human beings. Because human beings have intellectual ca-
pacities that exceed the possibilities of matter: they have the capacity to 
know non-material realities, and they have freewill. Aquinas argued that 
something exclusively physical cannot account for intellectual life: “t he 
greater is not brought about by the lesser, for nothing acts outside its spe-
cies”. (ST, IIIª, q. 79, a. 2); “no corporeal power can produce the intellec-
tive soul” (SCG, 2, 86, 7). 

The human soul is understood by Aquinas as the principle of being, 
life and function, the principle of personhood, the formal principle but 



R ATIONALIT Y AND HUMAN FULFILMENT CL ARIFIED BY A THOMISTIC METAPHYSICS…

183 10(1) /2022

also actus essendi. Not arising from matter, yet ensouling a  substance 
subject to contingency, this principle must be understood as something 
bestowed from outside matter, a participation in existence and rational-
ity. It is necessary to postulate an Infinite Source in order to explain the 
reality of actual existence. 

It is clear, therefore, that the intelligences are form and existence and have 
existence from the first being, which is existence alone, and this is the first 
cause, which is God. DE, III, 80.

The Thomistic position is that participation in being of an essence is lim-
ited by the essence. In human nature, the soul is the animating principle, 
limited by the human essence. It is also the principle of act of essential 
perfections, the operations of rationality. That the existence of an intel-
lectual being is directly dependent upon participated being, as something 
shared or as gift, bestows on the subject and its rationality a profound 
dignity. This profound dignity is a major point of difference from the ra-
tionality discussed by NRP.

In contrast with Aristotelian hylomorphic accounts, an d Thomistic 
approaches that do not embrace participation (Feser 2005; Madden 2013; 
De Haan, 2018), a framework of Thomistic participation ensures that ex-
istence is prior, not by assertion but by explicit metaphysical demonstra-
tion. The objectivity of reality and causality are more easily lost when ex-
istence is not respected as prior because the being, knowing, and loving 
(operating with personal agency) of a human subject would lose their in-
tegral convertibility at their transcendent foundations through participa-
tion in ipsum esse subsistens. Participation is a sharing in some way in the 
esse of an Infinite Source. 

Although Aristotle had been somewhat dismissive of Plato’s idea of 
participation in forms (Aristotle Metaphysics, 8, 6), Aquinas adopted the 
Neoplatonic notion of participation because through it he was able to ex-
plain that essence and existence are really distinct, and crucially, he ap-
plied the notion of act and potency to being, giving primacy to the act 
of being (Rziha 2009, 7). He presented esse as actus essendi ‘the total de-
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pendence of the creature on its Creator’, in contrast to existentia of Au-
gustinianism and of rationalism (Fabro 1974, 449), and presented form 
not only as a principle of function or unity, but as a participation in esse 
subsistens (Fabro 1970, 71–72). Aristotle had discussed soul as the princi-
ple of activities following on the nature of the living substance, but Aqui-
nas argued that the soul must be a participating principle of existence 
(ST, Iª, q.  3, a. 4; Wippel 2003, 8). Aquinas’ synthesis of Aristotelian hy-
lomorphic theory with aspects of Neoplatonism was brought to light in 
the mid-twentieth century by the work of Fabro, Gieger and others (Fay 
1973). Fabro wrote, “It is from the concept of esse as ground-laying first 
act that Thomas develops his own notion of participation and his entire 
metaphysics. (Fabro 1974, 463).” 

We should not underestimate the place of Thomistic participation in 
completing Aristotelian anthropology (Annice 1952, 49). Bazan wrote 
that Aquinas’ metaphysics “provides the ultimate foundation of his an-
thropology, namely the real distinction between esse and essentia and the 
philosophical theory of creation as causation of the finite act of being 
(esse) by an Infinite Being (Esse subsistens) (1997, 114).” Sweeney (1999, 
145) has extolled “the true depth and uniqueness of (Aquinas’) anthro-
pology”. And Fabro insisted that Aquinas’ dialectic of participation was 
“the hermeneutic key of the originality of Thomism” (1969, xxxiii).

2.3. The convertibility of truth and goodness underpins 
the participatory view of rationality as an essential property

TMP holds that both the essence of human being, and rationality as an 
essential property of that essence, are actualized on a common ground 
of participated being mediated by the actus essendi of the soul sharing in 
being from an Infinite Source. That rationality is an essential property of 
human nature is from Aristotle: “as each thing is in respect of existence, 
so it is in respect of truth” (Aristotle Metaphysics, 993b); and Aquinas, 
“that there is the same disposition of things in goodness and in being.” 
(ST, Ia – IIae,  q. 18, a. 1) At the core of this argument is the understanding 
of how the transcendentals of truth and goodness are equivalent to be-
ing: “…being  , the true, the one, and the good are such that by their very 
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nature they are one in reality. Therefore, no matter where they are found, 
they are really one. (QDdV, q. 1, a. 1, ad 5; cf ST, Iª, q. 16, a. 3)

On the basis of the identity and convertibility of the transcendentals 
of goodness and truth with being, though they differ conceptually, TMP 
offers a  reasoned understanding of how an embodied intellectual sub-
stance, grounded in subsistent Being, can know beings. It is a reasoned 
insight, not purporting to be a complete explanation of how we know, but 
one nevertheless that, as we shall see, points to rationality as an essential 
property of human nature, and therefore integral to human fulfilment.

Aertsen (2007, 11) notes,

Aquinas’s argument for the convertibility of “true” and “being” draws a par-
allel to the convertibility between “good” and “being,” which he had dis-
cussed earlier in the Summa (q. 5,1 and 5,3) […] as good adds to being the no-
tion of desirable, so the true adds a relation to the intellect. 

The Thomistic understanding is that intellectual operations are direct-
ly a consequence of the degree of participation by the human essence in 
the act of being (Carreno 2015, 375). A Thomistic metaphysics of partici-
pation understands truth and goodness as transcendentals in a universal 
ground of being which is the ground and foundation of other transcen-
dental categories (te Velde 2015, 764). 

Rational operations are themselves participated powers. We under-
stand:

…by means of participated species arising from the influence of the Divine 
light, shared by the soul as by other separate substances;…for God is the au-
thor of the influx of both of the light of grace and of the light of nature. ST, 
Iª, q. 89.

Specifically the active intellect is a participated power, not a  formal or 
constitutive power (Fabro 1950, 272–273). This is of course radically dif-
ferent from both nonreductive and the classic hylomorphic views.
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2.4. We are rational by nature, we don’t just carry out rational 
behaviours

In common, both TMP and NRP recognize the prerequisite implication of 
matter in all mental activity. TMP proposes, as does NRP, that intellec-
tual operations of the embodied subject require but are not reducible to 
the biological. However, advocates of NRP see rationality as character-
ised by specific behaviours and operations such as agency, cognitive pro-
cessing, reasoning, executive control, decision making, and intentional 
goal election (Gazzaniga 2011). Cognitive processes constitute “the slow 
road”, in contrast to impulse driven “fast” responses (Haidt 2001) . Mental 
intentions, consciousness, qualia, self-awareness, while inexplicable, are 
facets of rationality (Hauser 2006). Within such an approach, the intelli-
gence and indeed “rationality” of animals may be studied (Edwards and 
Pratt 2009; Hemingway et al 2017). 

While there is a  legitimate place for reductive methods in biology 
(Kaiser 201 5), by approaching rationality in this way, nonreductive mate-
rialist and emergent rationality accounts are open to the charge that they 
are reductive of the very notion of rational. The subjective, biophysical, 
descriptive, or measurable, becomes a substitute for rationality itself. 

TMP holds that rationality is manifested in processes and subjective 
experiences but it may not be reduced to them. Ultimately the hylomor-
phic and Thomistic view is that we are rational because we have a human 
nature. We are not human because we are capable of abstract thought and 
because we have free will. We think and are free because we are human 
beings – existence is prior.

The reason therefore why Socrates understands is not because he is moved 
by his intellect, but rather, contrariwise, he is moved by his intellect because 
he understands… this particular man understands, because the  intellectu-
al principle is his form. ST, Iª, q. 76, a. 1.

The human essence (and the essential characteristic of rationality) is 
actualised by the soul as inherent principle of life, unity and function. 
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Because rationality is understood as an essential property, TMP offers 
a more coherent account than that offered by NRP which reduces rational-
ity to process and experience, and fulfilment to the subjective. 

TMP understands that the rational operations of human nature, the 
capacity to know reality and to make choices, are not reducible to pro-
cesses of reasoning, or to consciousness, qualia or other subjective man-
ifestations. They are unique to human beings as essential properties. 
Nature is manifested in operations of intellect and will, and also in sub-
jective experience, but may not be reduced to them.

Within this view, questions about the hard problem of consciousness, 
have less significance. Williams (2004) points out that Aquinas viewed 
consciousness as a consequence of man’s rational nature, not constitutive 
of it. The life of the mind is real with a subjective aspect, within both NRP 
and TMP, but from the perspective of TMP, the subjective is not causal of 
human existence, it is a consequence. A paradigm of participation thus 
potentially clarifies the notion of consciousness.

2.5. An enriched account of causality

The coherence of the TMP account hinges on an enriched grasp of consti-
tuting causation. The emphasis in contemporary Anglo-American Thom-
istic hylomorphism in the work of Feser (2005) and Madden (2013) is on 
formal causality. In contrast TMP allows a balanced understanding of the 
roles of efficient and formal causality. TMP looks to formal causality of 
the soul as a participated principle of life, unity and rational function, but 
also to the efficient causation effected by participation in being (DE, IV, 
80) to account for the the “coming to be” of intelligent substances, and 
thus is able to interrogate NRP on this matter of the efficient causality of 
intelligent substances: both TMP and NRP recognize the role of efficient 
causality in accounting for existence, although in NRP neurobiology is 
proposed as the efficient cause of emergent mental activity. An account 
of final causality is also possible once the essential operations of know-
ing and loving are ascribed to human nature. Human beings are there-
fore fulfilled in knowing reality and making choices accordingly. The fi-
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nal cause of human rationality according to TMP is the grasp of truth and 
the capacity to love freely. 

Both formal and efficient causalities are at play in an adequate Thom-
istic critique of emergent rationality. The soul’s act of being is indepen-
dent of the body: “non dependens a corpore” (QDdA, q. 1); esse subsistens 
is the ultimate efficient cause. Wippel writes that contingent being (ens) 
“participates in esse subsistens, that is to say, in God, as in its efficient 
and exemplar cause” (Wippel 2003, 5). The human formal principle tran-
scends its own embodiment as it derives from an immaterial source and 
is the object of efficient causation in its coming-to-be.

…it cannot be that existence itself is caused by the very form or quiddity of 
the thing (I mean as by an efficient cause), because then the thing would be 
its own efficient cause, and the thing would produce itself in existence, which 
is impossible. DE, IV.

Being is prior to form. Form cannot explain existence: “the  intellectu-
al principle is the form of man” (ST, Iª, q. 76, a. 1).The substantial form 
provides the act of being of the composite substance, and that act of be-
ing, as we have seen, is a participation in esse subsistens. Hence a hylo-
morphism that stops at formal causality is incapable of offering an under-
standing of the efficient causality of the intellectual principle. 

3. TMP offers more complete understanding of rationality 
because it better grasps the role of rationality in human 
fulfilment

In the quotation above, Roger Scruton referred to the need for a “tele-
ological metaphysics”; TMP offers just such an enriched landscape of 
human fulfilment as a direct consequence of rationality understood as 
a participated property. Rationality as an essential property of human na-
ture – ordered to truth and to making choices on basis of truth, to know 
and to love –takes teleological priority over other possible ends. Human 
fulfilment depends directly on the right exercise of these powers: a tele-
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ological account of man becomes possible once to know and to love are 
understood as essential powers.

Now the proper operation of man as man is to understand; because he thereby 
surpasses all other animals. Whence Aristotle concludes (Ethic. x, 7) that the 
ultimate happiness of man must consist in this operation as properly belong-
ing to him. ST, Iª, q. 76, a. 1. 

We have seen that truth (that which is grasped by the intellect) and good-
ness (that which is worthy of love), each enjoy transcendental dependence 
on being. It is the convertibility of the transcendentals that underpins 
such an understanding of human fulfilment. 

The end of man, therefore, is to arrive at the contemplation of truth. It is for 
this purpose, then, that the soul is united to the body, and in this union does 
man’s being consist. SCG, 2.84.

NRP however offers no such objective finality operating. There is no in-
trinsic means of viewing rationality other than as processes facilitat-
ing subjective consciousness. NRP can offer no non arbitrary method of 
prioritizing spiritual fulfilment over material fulfilment. Fulfilment is 
locked into a subjective paradigm that cannot demonstrate priority over 
the material: Scruton proposes that the world “be understood in two in-
commensurable ways, the way of science, and the way of interpersonal 
understanding.” (2014, 34.) The arbitrary nature of NRP is evident per-
haps most of all in the growing scepticism that freewill may well be an 
illusion and cannot be proven in an NRP paradigm, but can be pragmati-
cally worked around. (N ahmias et al 2014; Caruso 2019).

There being no agreement within the NRP paradigm on human na-
ture (M urphy 2013) there can be no necessary pathway to human fulfil-
ment. The terminus for such an anti-metaphysical stance is either the 
arbitrary or the subjective. Subjective and idealistic goals must compete 
in the same material category as self-serving, pleasure-seeking, and pos-
session-oriented goals. Therefore it may be said that NRP offers an essen-
tially diminished view of humanity that cannot prioritise truth and love 
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over hamburgers and candy; it runs counter to human experience and the 
wisdom traditions across all cultures and must count against the validity 
of a physicalist or emergent understanding of rationality. 

Note Karol Wojtyla’s comment about the necessity of metaphysics if 
we are to defend the spiritual nature of man: 

Metaphysics should not be seen as an alternative to anthropology, since it is 
metaphysics which makes it possible to ground the concept of personal dig-
nity in virtue of their spiritual nature. John Paul II, 83.

Aquinas wrote, quoting Aristotle (Metaphysics, 993b 24–31): “th at which 
is most being and most truth is the cause of being and truth for all other 
things (DSS, 3. 15).” Without a ground of being, a ground of truth is dif-
ficult to demonstrate, and without this, the very nature of the rational-
ity itself cannot be defined. Haldane notes the importance of a ground 
of being. He notes Heidegger’s purpose to show ‘how being embedded in 
the world is a precondition of our mindedness in general (Dasein)’ (196). 
And although he critiques Heidegger’s conclusions with reference to 
Christianity, he supports the view that a ground of being is necessary for 
a ground of truth (Haldane 1991, 196ff). Te Velde writes: 

Following what Aquinas regarded as a genuine Aristotelian way of reason-
ing (cf. book II of the Metaphysics) these common features of all things – in 
particular their being and goodness – must be reduced to one common cause 
which has the fullness of being: ipsum esse. te Velde 2015, 764. 

Furthermore, man’s very capacity for self-giving love observes the same 
self-diffusion as found in the Primary act of being, precisely because it is 
a participation in being itself. “It is the nature of every actuality to com-
municate itself as far as possible (DP, 2.1).” Man is fulfilled in giving of 
himself, not at a material level where one is diminished in giving, but 
at the transcendent level of the person. Aquinas, from his first writings, 
viewed ens “not simply essentia or esse; rather it is the selfgivenness in 
act of their synthesis (Fabro 1966, 403). 
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So ultimately man’s very capacity for, and fulfilment in, self-giving 
love, may be shown to derive from participation in esse subsistens, ‘to 
think of esse as the sheer act of giving oneself away… (Schindler 2005, 19). 

This raises a further field of enticing exploration: that rationality is 
in fact ordered to relationships of love between persons: “the man who 
makes himself open to all being, in its wholeness and in its Ground, 
and becomes thereby a ‘self’, who is truly a person.” (Horvat, 2017, 145). 
Walker offers philosophical arguments, developed from a communitarian 
Thomistic perspective, for the view that integral to rationality are lov-
ing relationships: that human persons by their very nature are fulfilled in 
personal loving relationships (2004). If truth-choosing-love be the high-
est operation of rationality then, by its participation in esse subsistens, the 
soul is a participating principle in the capacity to love wisely. Exploring 
a little more deeply, it may be argued that to love wisely in human expe-
rience is to love, first of all, other persons, and therefore we have insight 
into the Love in which we participate, and which, as we are persons, must 
first love us. Indeed a metaphysics of participation suggests, “that man 
could not be oriented toward union with God by the innate drive of his 
spirit unless there were some kind of profound ontological affinity or si-
militude.” (Norris Clarke 1981, 516)

As being, person, rationality and love are intrinsically related con-
cepts within Thomistic metaphysics, it may be argued that the Being in 
which human beings participate may be understood as a personal love. 
Norris Clarke writes (1992, 616) of “person as the highest mode of being”, 
quoting Aquinas (ST Iª, q. 29, a. 3): “person is that which is most perfect 
in all of nature”. In such a vision, human beings find fulfilment most of 
all in the experience of interpersonal love. 

Conclusion

In this paper I have proposed that Thomistic metaphysics of participa-
tion leads to conclusions about the nature of rationality and pathways 
for human fulfilment richer than is possible in a nonreductive physicalist 
philosophy of mind. I suggest that without such a metaphysical approach 
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the conclusions about the nature of rationality and human fulfilment 
will be significantly impoverished. Furthermore, this approach founded 
on a metaphysics of participation contrasts significantly with the pre-
ferred lines of argument and demonstration in current Anglo-American 
hylomorphic philosophy of mind. I suggest that further study is advisa-
ble to reveal ways of integrating TMP with this current Aristotelian hy-
lomorphic emphasis on formal causation. Study also could also fruitfully 
build on the work of Norris Clarke, Woytyla, and others, to explore human 
fulfilment founded on interpersonal relationships of love with a view to 
demonstrating its relevance to contemporary philosophy of mind.
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